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Introduction 


This pilot study explores some of the difficul- 
ties which refugees from Ethiopia have 
experienced in their settlement and adaptation, 
including their access to, and perceived adequa- 
cy of, settlement services. We understand by 
settlement, the initial time period during which 
refugees begin the long process of adapting to 
life in an unfamiliar society. 

The study focuses primarily on linguistic, 
economic and social dimensions of adaptations. 
Linguistic adaptation is seen as a necessary 
condition for all other forms of adaptation. For 
without at least some fluency in the language 
of the host society, a refugee is not only 
handicapped economically, but will be unable 
to understand the cultural meanings embedded 
in everyday life. 

Social adaptation will depend primarily ona 
refugee’s occupational adaptation, that is the 
ability to transfer occupational skills or enter 
a similar occupation. 

The various dimensions are not only causal- 
ly related, but, over time, are mutually rein- 
forcing in a feedback loop: i.e. the degree of 
adaptation on one dimension will act back or 
reinforce adaptation on the other dimensions. 
Since this study is exploratory, no hypotheses 
have been formulated. 

A broad ranging set of open-ended questions 
was addressed to a relatively small number of 
recently-arrived subjects from refugee- 
producing countries. The aim was to identify, 
to the extent possible, the range of problems 


encountered by refugees during their initial 
settlement in Canada. While every effort was 
made to ensure that a reasonably representative 
group was interviewed, it should be noted that 
the small size of the sample precludes any in- 
ference about the prevalence of any observed 
problem or characteristic in the population. 
More focused research will be required before 
the dimensions of any specifically identified 
problem, and thus of any needed program 
response, can be accurately known. 
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Methodology 


Toronto was selected as research site. The sam- 
ple included twenty refugees, sixteen men and 
four women, who have been in Canada for at 
least six months. Most were Amhara, several 
came from Tigray and some were Oromo. An 
effort was made to include respondents with 
different educational levels, social backgrounds 
and age groups. Interviewing commenced mid- 
February and was completed toward the end of 
March. Amharic- and Tigrinan-speaking inter- 
views were used for respondents who either did 
not speak English or who preferred to be inter- 
viewed in their native tongue. 

The interview schedule consisted mainly of 
open-ended questions which allowed the respon- 
dents to express themselves freely. However, the 
phrasing of the questions was standardized to 
ensure comparability of answers. The schedule 
was translated into Amhara and Tigrinian and 
then translated back into English. 

Tape recorded interviews were translated 
verbatim and interviews were transcribed into 
a computerized pre-coding format. Code 
categories were constructed for the major open- 
ended questions, which emphasized recurrent 
themes in the respondents’ replies. 
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Findings 


A. Initial Settlement 


The respondents were 18 to 38 years of age with 
one exception, a 48-year-old woman. Twelve 
had attended university; four were functional- 
ly illiterate in their own language. Of the sixteen 
men, five came accompanied by their spouses 
and five had married in Canada. Two of the 
four women are heads of households; one lives 
alone and the other, a single parent, came with 
her daughter. Both women are high risk settle- 
ment cases; they have no formal education and 
still bear the scars of their long imprisonment 
in Somalia. 

The respondents were mostly in their early 
twenties when they escaped from Ethiopia. They 
had been in neighbouring countries in Africa 
from less than one year to over ten years be- 
fore they were accepted for resettlement in 
Canada. A few had sought asylum in Western 
Europe. 

Three of the four persons who had been in 
Somalia voluntarily informed us that they had 
been in prison, two for three years and one for 
over seven years. 

Thirteen respondents were resettled under 
government assistance programs. The older 
woman was admitted under the joint govern- 
ment assistance program and those remaining 
were privately- or family-sponsored. 

Government assisted refugees said they 
receive about $5 per day for food. Since they 
do not even know their way around the city or 
how to shop economically and often do not have 
proper kitchen facilities, this amount is insuffi- 
cient to enable them to eat nutritionally ade- 
quate meals. No allowance seems to be made 
for refugees who arrive in Canada suffering the 
effects of malnutrition. 

Left to their own devices, several functional- 
ly illiterate refugees live in sub-standard 
housing. 


B. Linguistic Adaptation 


Most respondents had some degree of fluency 
in English when they arrived; however, the func- 
tionally illiterate refugees had no Canadian lan- 
guage skills. 

Refugees, like independent immigrants, are 
entitled to language training if, in the opinion 
of the employment counsellor, such training is 
needed so that they can enter the same or a relat- 
ed occupation, or access the labour market. 

The criteria used for enroling the respondents 
are difficult to comprehend. Most respondents 
who were not enroled had some degree of fluen- 
cy in English. One respondent was denied per- 
mission, even though he is a professional in a 
so-called open occupation for which indepen- 
dent immigrants are currently recruited. His 
financial assistance was terminated after two 
months and he works in a factory. 

Five of the seven persons who attended lan- 
guage training had no skills at all. However, two 
of the functionally illiterate respondents were 
told by the employment counsellor to find their 
own course and, after having been in Canada 
for several months, managed to get into a 
Citizenship and Immigrant Language Training 
(CILT) funded course. 


C. Economic Adaptation 


Economic adaptation in the wider sense refers 
to the refugees’ ability to become economically 
self-supporting. Using this criterion alone, 13 
of the 15 respondents who entered the labour 
market have adapted. One of the two respon- 
dents who was unemployed, the older woman, 
was Originally admitted under the joint govern- 
ment assistance program but was supported only 
for one year. 

The respondents’ wages were generally low. 
Only six reported an hourly wage of more than 


$10 while the wages of the remaining seven fell 
below this, with two only earning between $5 
and $5.99. 

All have to speak English at their work place 
and some must also read written instructions. 

Economic adaptation in the narrower sense 
is the same as occupational adaptation, that is, 
the ability to transfer occupational skills or enter 
a related occupation. However, only one 
respondent was able to re-enter his profession 
and two have found related work. The remain- 
ing 10 respondents have achieved economic self- 
sufficiency at the personal and social cost of 
underemployment. They work mostly in facto- 
ries or hold other semi-skilled or unskilled jobs. 

Asked what, in their opinion, could be done 
to help refugees enter their previous occupa- 
tions, respondents suggested, for instance, that 
additional training and re-training be given in 
fields for which refugees are qualified; that their 
skills and qualifications be evaluated when they 
arrive; that the requirement of ‘‘Ontario’’ or 
‘‘Canadian’’ experience be waived and work ex- 
perience in other countries be accepted; that 
those psychological problems of refugees, which 
hinder them from working immediately, be 
recognized; and that Canadians be made aware 
that refugees have education and skills. 


D. Social Adaptation 


Several indicators of social adaptation were used 
ranging from the respondents’ perception of 
their health status to difficulties they experience 
living in Canada and hopes for their future. 
Despite the small sample size, the findings are 
consistent with the hypothesis that a refugee’s 
social and cultural adaptation is contingent 
upon occupational adaptation. The attitudes 
and perception of the one respondent who has 
been able to transfer his occupational skills 
differ markedly from those of the others. His 


health status is excellent and he is grateful for 
his luck, optimistic about the future, and has 
no difficulty adjusting to life in Canada. 

For functionally illiterate refugees, linguistic 
adaptation, that is, the ability to acquire some 
fluency in one of the official languages, is a sine 
qua non for all other forms of adaptation. Their 
health status is marginal and, since they cannot 
even read street signs, they are lost in the city 
and do not know where to turn for help. 

Most respondents believe that Canadians are 
prejudiced against refugees and half of them 
have personally encountered racial discrimi- 
nation. 

The respondents’ perceptions about Canada 
are clearly influenced by their refugee ex- 
perience. Asked, for instance, what they liked 
most about life in Canada, the majority men- 
tioned spontaneously ‘‘freedom, peace and 
security.’’ Because of their own adjustment 
problems, few would consider bringing their 
family members to Canada. 
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Conclusion and 
Recommendations 


Despite the small sample size, our findings 
appear to indicate that neither professional nor 
functionally illiterate refugees receive needed 
assistance and services, and that they may not 
be treated equitably. Employment counsellors 
seem to take a short-term view by insisting, 
according to our respondents, that refugees 
begin working as soon as possible without 
regard to their qualifications. 

Functionally illiterate refugees fall through 
the cracks of the system. There is also no safe- 
ty net to ensure they receive desperately needed 
basic orientation and day-to-day assistance by 
immigrant settlement and/or refugee caring 
organizations. 

Based on these findings the following recom- 
mendations are made: 


a) A study should be initiated comparing 
criteria used by vocational and profession- 
al counsellors with those employed by coun- 
sellors in the Adjustment Assistance 
Program for enroling eligible candidates 
into language and vocational training. 


b) Employment counsellors working in the 
Adjustment Assistance Program should be 
required to consult with appropriate voca- 
tional counsellors before any decisions are 
made in regard to language training and/or 
vocational training. 


c) Functionally illiterate refugees should be 
given priority for specialized second lan- 
guage training. Language and vocational 
training should be combined during the 
refugees’ first year of residence. 


d) 


e) 


g) 


h) 


Admitted as hardship cases, refugees under 
the joint government assistance program 
should be closely monitored. 


Immigrant service organizations serve 
primarily clients who approach them for as- 
sistance. They should be required to insti- 
tute outreach programs to reach those 
refugees who otherwise will not be assist- 
ed, and special funds should be earmarked 
for this purpose. 


The few functionally illiterate refugees who 
are being resettled, should be assisted in 
finding suitable accommodation to prevent 
them from being victimized by un- 
scrupulous landlords. Their progress in 
adaptation should be monitored until they 
are able to become self-supporting. 


It is further recommended that refugee 
caring associations become actively in- 
volved in the settlement of government 
assisted refugees who, because of their 
functional illiteracy or political persecution 
and imprisonment or both, desperately need 
the more personal contact with, and help 
of, Canadians in order to cope with every 
day life. : 


Employment counsellors working in the 
Adjustment Assistance Program should be 
given the opportunity to take part in race 
relations training. 
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